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Prologue

Days had passed since the battle in the Plexion Nebula, and the Dark Star was well on its way to Zephyrus IV.  Prior to the battle, Lucas Tompkins was extremely curious about the reason for their mission and its secrecy.  He had his ideas about what the mission might be, most of them pointing to something extralegal, and as it turned out, his suspicions were dead on. 

He was still more than a little foggy about what exactly the Ka’Tulans did at Zephyrus IV, but one thing was clear: it was defiantly something that the Federation would want to know about.  But as he sat in the cramped aft compartment of the Dark Star, also realized what would happen if the Federation found out.

There would be grave consequences for the Ka’Tulans.  Because something to this extent had never happened before, Tompkins wasn’t sure what those consequences would be, but he feared they would be dire.  Expulsion from the Federation, perhaps.  

Whatever these consequences proved to be, it would inevitably trickle down into daily life.  Captain Christopher, being a Ka’Tulan, would probably be removed from command, which would mean another new commanding officer for the Starlight.  Two Captains in two years was generally not something that went over to well with a crew, and considering Commander Harrison would probably get the position, things would be that much worse.

Tompkins sighed, and slowly turned his head to Erin Keller, who was seated on the floor beside him.  “What do we do?” he asked.  He knew the topic was on her mind, as well.

For her part, Keller seemed strangely indecisive.  She shrugged, and then considered the proposition for a moment before composing an answer.  “I know the right thing to do as a Starfleet officer is to tell the Federation,” she said softly.  “But considering what might happen to Alan’s people, I’m no so sure if it’s worth it.  Besides, who knows what the Federation would do with Omega?”

Now it was Tompkins turn to shrug.  “I don’t know enough about Omega to judge,” he said.  “But I think we owe it to the Captain to keep this to ourselves.”

Keller readily nodded.  “He’s trusted us this far.  It wouldn’t be very becoming of us to turn on him now.  We’d be just as bad as Harrison.”

“Besides,” Tompkins added, “the Federation has lasted this long without knowing about Zephyrus IV.  It won’t kill them to go a while longer.”

This conversation was having exactly the effect Tompkins had anticipated.  It was letting his mind know that his gut instinct was absolutely right in its feelings.  Keeping this secret from the Federation was in everyone’s best interests… he hoped.  He would have been a little more enthusiastic about it if Keller had been.

“Is something bothering you?” he asked.

She compressed her lips and looked up at him with her wide brown eyes.  “Sort of,” she said enigmatically.

It was exactly the answer he had been expecting.  An answer so carefully crafted, it failed to answer the question.  Tompkins grunted.  “As in?”

Keller tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear.  “This… this… situation changes things.”

Again, Keller managed to produce a totally cryptic response.  Tompkins had come to expect such answers from women, but not from Erin Keller.  Because of this, he wasn’t sure if he wanted to press her for more information.  But then again, he had nothing else to do.  “Yeah, it changes a lot,” he agreed, hoping that would get the ball rolling with a bit more direction.

Keller nodded.  “You have romantic feelings for Alan, too?” she asked sheepishly.

Tompkins blinked.  “No!” he said, readily defending his position.  “Not at all.  I was thinking in a more… universal sense.  How this will change our perception of Ka’Tula Prime.”

“Good,” said Keller.  “I don’t want you thinking the other way.  Not that there’s anything wrong with that… Whatever makes you happy, I guess.  I’m just glad it’s not the Captain.”

“It isn’t,” Tompkins repeated, just to make sure he was clear.  But beyond that, he wasn’t sure what to say.  He hadn’t expected the conversation to turn in this particular direction, and wasn’t prepared to discuss romance.  But something else readily popped into mind, “I guess this is why Kendall was so pissed at you two.”

Keller frowned.  “I hadn’t noticed.”

“Well, had you not been drooling over the Captain, you would have noticed he turned into Commander Harrison’s lap dog.  You crushed him, Erin.”

She suddenly cupped her hands over her mouth as the realization sunk in.  “He’s such a sweet person,” she said softly. “And I knew he loved me.  I knew he would wait on me hand and foot and do anything to make me happy, but I’m not looking for a slave, Lucas.  And that’s what he’d be.  I want… a counterpart.”

“Kendall is no counterpart,” agreed Tompkins.  “At least not for you.”

“Maybe I should talk to him again, when we get back.  I don’t want him to get confused again.”

Tompkins gave Keller a pat on the shoulder.  “I wouldn’t worry about it too much for the moment.  Let’s get ourselves through this first,” he said, referring to the situation at hand.  

Suddenly, the doors leading to the cockpit slid apart, revealing the lanky figure of Navek in the doorway.  “Just thought you’d like to know: we’ve reached Zephyrus IV.”

Their journey was practically over.  Tompkins, a bit excited, quickly rose from the floor, offering his hand to Keller.  She grabbed it, and pulled herself to her feet, and then followed Tompkins through the doors to the cockpit.

At first, Tompkins saw nothing but stars and a dense jungle world out the forward windows.  He simply assumed that outpost was located somewhere on the surface of the planet.  But then, as the Dark Star drew closer, a few of the stars began to ripple, gradually coalescing into a massive orbital facility, the likes of which Tompkins had never seen.  It was absolutely huge.  

At the heart of the starbase was a massive black spire that encompassed at least two hundred decks.  It was littered with thousands of windows, hundreds of docking ports, and a plethora of antennae jutting out from all angles.  Connected to the spire at the center, via a series of pylons, was a massive ring, consisting of at least another forty decks.  The entire unit slowly rotated about on its axis, eventually revealing a glowing red power core at the bottom of the base.

From the helm, Captain Christopher looked back at his two officers.  He grinned.  “You two should feel extremely honored to be the first humans to ever visit the Zephyrus IV outpost.”

“And survive,” Tallera groaned under her breath a moment later.  It was a detail that Tompkins could have lived without.  Still, he hoped it was true.  Survival was always a pleasant outcome of any mission.

A moment later, Tompkins spotted a flash of pink light about a third of the way from the top of the spire.  It lingered for a moment before lashing out at the Dark Star, tossing the tiny ship about for a brief moment.  At first, Tompkins thought they were under attack, but when he saw the hazy pink beam persist through the cockpit windows—not destroying them—he realized they had been captured in a tractor beam.  

And when the ship jerked in the direction of the base, he knew they were being pulled inside…

The battle in the Plexion Nebula had not gone as Commander Harrison had anticipated.  In fact, the exact opposite had occurred.  When he received word from Captain Towner that the Explorer would be rendering aide, Harrison assumed that it would be to the Starlight.  True to his word, Towner did help defend against the Gorn attack, but when push came to shove, Towner ultimately backed Captain Christopher.  

Naturally, as it seemed to be a recurring theme, Harrison could get no information on Towner’s reasons for his actions.  The Captain of the Explorer simply changed sides in the heat of battle, just like that.  To make matters worse, Harrison found that he was unable to get any information on the whereabouts of Captain Christopher.  Starfleet claimed to have no knowledge about the Captain’s mission, and the Explorer refused to answer any hails.  Perhaps, Harrison thought, the entire Federation had gone mad.

Still, Harrison was vigilant in his efforts to track down the Captain, hailing Starfleet Command every six hours, demanding answers.  But again, in his latest communication, the Commander’s efforts were setback yet again.

“We have been ordered to the Bajoran Sector,” he said unenthusiastically, crossing the bridge to the command chair, where he took a seat.  “Once there, we are to oversee the transportation of several industrial replicators to Cardassia.”

“Busywork,” Trinn grumbled from the engineering station.

Harrison nodded.  “Exactly,” he grumbled.  “My efforts to uncover the Captain’s plan were apparently making too much progress.”

Now, he had two choices.  One, he could comply with Starfleet’s orders and go to the Bajoran Sector, or two, he could refuse, and continue looking for the Dark Star.  At first, the choice seemed like an easy one.  Harrison wanted to find some answers, and he was fairly certain he wouldn’t find any on Bajor.  But before he could give the order to the contrary, Kendall Johnson spoke up.

“Sir,” he said.  “Might I point out, there is a Gorn delegation visiting Deep Space Nine this week.”

Immediately, Harrison’s interest piqued.  Perhaps the mission to Bajor wouldn’t be so terrible after all.  “If we were to have a fortuitous encounter with the Gorn Commander, then perhaps we could finally begin to shed some light on this mystery…”

“That’s assuming the Gorn will talk to us,” Johnson replied.  “We did destroy one of their heavy cruisers.”

“The Gorn don’t know that,” pointed out Trinn.  “All they know is that two Federation starships engaged and destroyed one of their vessels.”

Harrison nodded his agreement.  “I find it highly unlikely the Gorn will recall the individuals involved in the encounter…  It is a risk worth taking.”  He turned his attention to the helm.  “Ensign Drayge, set a course for Deep Space Nine, transwarp speed!”

Chapter One

Alan Christopher had seen the inside of the Zephyrus installation only once prior to this day.  And it was nothing like he remembered.

In his initial journey, some twenty years ago, the station Christopher had been subjected to was a large, bustling facility much like a starbase.  He recalled seeing shops and restaurants, and thousands of Ka’Tulans enjoying themselves.  It seemed like a place everyone would want to visit.

Then again, during that particular visit, Christopher hadn’t arrived with two of Ka’Tula Prime’s leading scientists, nor had he brought an Omega molecule.  He was just visiting with his family.  Hence, he never saw the more technical areas of the installation—which were numerous.

Unlike the wide, open areas he remembered, Christopher was subjected to long, narrow corridors lined with nondescript gray doors and intense white lighting from above.  The atmosphere wasn’t fresh and airy, either.  Instead, it was about the most sterile thing that had ever greeted Christopher’s nostrils.  Not even a single dust bunny would have a chance to exist here.  Christopher smiled, practically admiring this aspect.  Germs were something he’d rather not deal with.

Finally, after walking behind Tallera, Navek, and two other Ka’Tulan scientists for what seemed like eons, the group came upon an intersection, giving them the option of going left, right or ahead.  They turned left, and suddenly, an array of emitters emerged from either side of the wall, stretching from the floor to the ceiling.

The group stopped and waited as a peach-colored energy field manifested itself between the two emitters.  Once it was in place, there was a faint zapping noise.

“We’re entering a clean room,” Navek grunted to Christopher as Tallera and the other two scientists stepped through the field.  “It’s safe as long as you’re not a germ.”

Christopher smiled, growing even more amazed by the facility with each passing moment.  “Lovely,” he said, stepping through the forcefield in tandem with Navek.  There was a brief tingling sensation, but as he stepped through, Christopher found himself unscathed.

They negotiated a short, curved corridor before coming upon a large, circular room. Computer stations lined the walls, most of them occupied by a Ka’Tulan scientist of one sort or another.  White was definitely the dominant theme, as most everything adorned the color, the exception being the large, spherical object at the center of the room.  It was a peach-colored forcefield similar to the one they had passed through earlier—only spherical.  Inside of it was an intense, glowing ball of energy—Omega molecules, no doubt.  The sphere was surrounded by a metallic rail, which had one master workstation affixed to the front, where Tallera and the others had congregated with a group of other scientists.

Navek moved to join them.  “Feel free to look around,” he said.  “We won’t be long.”

Christopher nodded.  Apparently he wasn’t important enough to be included in that particular congregation.  Still, he shrugged it off, and turned on his heel to take a peek at some of the other interesting things surrounding him.  But his eyes weren’t drawn to a computer—they were drawn to the figure manning one of them.

She was tall, with shoulder-length brown hair thrown back into a messy ponytail, and was standing—hands on her hips—looking over the data presented on the screen before her.  From the back, it was hard to tell a person’s identity, but Christopher was fairly certain the woman he was looking at was his sister.

“Drayan!” he called out as he approached.

Immediately, she dropped her hands and stood as erect as possible.  That alone was enough to convince Christopher of her identity, but still, she didn’t turn around for a final confirmation.  

“What?”  she grumbled a moment later.  Apparently, she didn’t know who was calling her.  Still, Christopher continued forward until he was directly behind her.  “What do you want?!”  she demanded again.

Christopher smiled.  “To revoke every last golden star you’ve ever earned,” he said dryly.

Drayan’s tensed shoulders dropped.  She turned around, looking a little exasperated, and produced a faint smile for her brother.  “Every golden star… Hmm, let’s see… all two of them?”

Christopher squinted in thought…  “Actually, I thought you were below zero.”

“I was,” she admitted.  “Until stardate 67205, when I stole some.”

“At least you’re honest.”

She suddenly turned her attention back to the computer as it belted out a series of terse beeps.  “Then I won’t mention stardate 52118,” she said, tending to the computer.

As she worked, Christopher tried to recall anything of consequence that could have possibly happened around the given date, but nothing came to mind.  Hence, he dismissed it as fiction, and waited for Drayan to return to the conversation.  

She did a moment later, asking, “What are you doing here?  Don’t you have a starship to run?  Or did they kick you off again?  I wouldn’t blame them if they did.” 

Christopher smiled at the irony of her question, but decided not to discuss the extent of the turbulence in the chain of command.  Instead, he turned his attention toward the sphere at the center of the room.  “I rescued an Omega molecule from our friends, the Gorn.”

Drayan’s mouth dropped open, not in awe of her brother’s find, but for completely different reasons.  “And you traveled here in… what?  An Aridian space barge?”

“No,” said Christopher.  “The Dark Star.”

“A Federation ship?”

“Yes.”

Without any hesitation, Drayan reached out and slugged Alan.  It was a fairly gentle hit, but still, it was one he could feel.  “What was that for?”

“You’re such an idiot!  You brought a Federation ship here!  Did you bring a red carpet to go with it?”

Alan raised his hand to refute his sister’s barrage of words.  “Drayan, they’re not going to find us!” he assured her.  “We took every precaution.”

Clearly, she was not assured.  She just rolled her eyes in exasperation.  “Yeah, right.”  Quickly, she reached back for the computer terminal and deactivated it.

“So, what are you doing here?” Christopher asked, taking the moment of silence as an opportunity to change to course of the conversation into something a bit more pleasant.

“I’m getting ready to leave,” she said.  “I’m going to Ka’Tula Prime to prepare for an expedition to the Farhelian Mountains.”

Christopher nodded.  He knew the region well.  It was located relatively near New Caberlan City, where they lived during their childhood.  They would often tromp through the foothills of the Farhelian Mountains with Sarah Hartman, and go to the ruins of Antha’nuel to visit her Uncle.  “Sounds like fun,” Christopher mused.  “Say hi to Uncle Andrew for me.”

She turned on her heel and started heading for the doors.  “If you’re lucky…”

“You’re leaving already?”

“Yeah.”

“Don’t you want to spend some quality time with your brother?”

“Not really.  I have to go.”

Alan grabbed her arm.  “Get that stick out of your butt, Drayan!” he said as the slingshot effect brought her back.  “You know you enjoy my effulgent presence.”

Drayan fervently released herself from her brother’s grip, and stepped back.  “Maybe later.  Right now, I have to go.”  With that said, she turned on her heel and left.

Admiral Jalana was gone without a trace.

Admiral Robert Chekote had security teams go over Jalana’s office five times in search of some sort of clue, check her computer’s log entries for a note, anything to shed some light on her disappearance.  But their efforts proved fruitless, and Chekote was left with one major mystery.  After all, the strange blue aura in the Admiral’s chair was not much to go on… 

“Did you try a resonant magnaton scan?” Chekote demanded of the Lieutenant in front of Jalana’s desk.

She nodded.  “Twice.”

The Admiral nodded at Jalana’s chair.  “What about that aura I saw?”

The Lieutenant produced a sympathetic gaze.  “Maybe it was shadows,” she suggested.  “We haven’t been able to detect anything in the chair.”

Chekote huffed, and gazed back at the chair one more time, just in case it was some strange game of shadows and light.  But immediately, he stopped.  Shadows weren’t blue.  He had seen something…

“It wasn’t shadows,” he persisted.  “I saw something in that chair.”

“Well, sir, whatever it was you saw, it’s long gone,” replied the Lieutenant.  “Have you considered looking at the security logs?”

Chekote nodded.  “There were a few distorted frames.  Conveniently, the ones during which Jalana disappeared.  I’ve got my people working on clearing up the distortions, but I saw the data.  Those frames were so badly degraded, I’m doubtful they can be restored.  She could have been beamed away, or just got up and left during that time.  We can’t be sure, and the situation is too delicate to allow for speculation.  We have to know.”

The Lieutenant sighed wearily.  “Well, I’ve done all I can here,” she said, folding her tricorder shut.  “I’ll go over the data a few more times in the lab, but I’m not optimistic I’ll see anything new.”

Chekote nodded, despite the assurances that nothing would come up.  “Keep me apprised of your progress—or lack thereof if that is the case.”

“Acknowledged.”  She shoved the tricorder in its holster, and quickly made her way for the doors.

Once they hissed shut behind her, Chekote turned to the Admiral’s desk.  “Where did you go?” he asked Jalana.

Not surprisingly, there was no answer.

Chekote shrugged.  What else was new?

It wasn’t often that Neelar Drayge had guests in his quarters.  It was something he always wanted to do, but he never felt he could do it.  Congregating with a lowly ensign in his quarters was not something most other officers wanted to do.  And naturally, now that he had guests, it was under the exact circumstances Drayge had hoped to avoid…  Rebellion.

Gathered in Drayge’s small, but humble quarters were a small group of his fellow officers, most of them unhappy with Commander Harrison’s mutiny.  Among them were Bator, Flora Sanders, Simon Hataru, and a few others that Bator was certain they could trust.

“Clearly,” said the Phobian in his booming voice, “the Captain is on a mission of great importance.”

“And secrecy,” added Drayge.

Bator nodded.  “That, too.  We cannot be certain of the exact nature of this mission, but we must assume the Captain has been acting on orders from Starfleet.” 

Drayge nodded, attempting to look confident—and he almost succeeded in that look.  “Commander  Harrison believes otherwise,” he said softly.

Bator frowned.  “Commander Harrison has been acting irrationally for weeks.”

“He’s upset with the Captain’s actions during his incarceration last month,” said Hataru.  

“That may be so,” Bator conceded, “but his method of displaying his feelings has proven inappropriate.  We cannot allow him to continue as our commanding officer under such circumstances.”

“Are you suggesting we take command of the ship?”  asked Drayge.

“Command?  No.”  Bator pulled in a deep breath, and slowly expelled it as he explained, “We must simply remove Commander Harrison from his position until Captain Christopher returns.”

“If he returns,” added Flora Sanders.

Drayge immediately cast his eye upon the transporter operator.  “He’ll be back.”

“Hopefully,” said Bator under his breath.  “Until then—before we take any other actions—we need to make some discreet inquiries to the rest of the crew… we need to find as many trustworthy people as we can.”

“And then what?” asked Drayge.

Bator peered at the young Bolian.  “And then we give Commander Harrison the boot before he drags the ship into another unnecessarily dangerous situation.”

When he took command of the Explorer several weeks ago, Jason Towner had expected some interesting missions.  Knowing that his ship was often posted in the Kilka Sector, amidst the turbulence of the Elorg crisis, he even expected some dangerous missions.  Of course, he didn’t expect all of the interest and danger to come in his very first ride in the command chair.

But it did, and Towner was gradually adapting to the life of a commanding officer.   On particularly pleasant aspect was the ability to retreat to his ready room.  As executive officer, retreating to an office to think simply meant going to waste extraction, or some other murky cave.  Not exactly the glamorous life…

But as Captain, the ready room was there, ready and waiting for Towner to come in and do some heavy-duty thinking about the situation at hand.  Recently, Towner’s attention had been focused primarily on the disposal of the Omega molecule.  He had spent the past several days clandestinely tracking the Dark Star.  He had expected Captain Christopher to take the molecule to a secluded star system, like the Alsori-Nethyr Cluster and send the molecule it its end.

But the Dark Star bypassed Alsori-Nethyr, and proceeded for several days away from the system.  Towner thought that perhaps the Captain was just being safe, and going the extra light year to prevent anything catastrophic… but then, this morning when he was glancing over the astrometric data, Towner noticed the Dark Star was gone.  

His first instinct was that the craft had been destroyed by Omega, but upon further analysis, Towner realized that there was no residual residue from either the molecule or the Dark Star.  He was also certain that the ship hadn’t moved out of range.  Using the Federation’s subspace relay system, astrometric sensors could track the Dark Star for quite some time.

“Computer,” he said.  “Display the Dark Star’s last known location.”

The computer screen flickered, and readily highlighted a nondescript sector of non-aligned space.  “Sector 18326,” replied the computer.

He scratched his forehead.  “Computer, what is in that sector?”

It chirped, and then reported in its flat feminine voice, “The Beta-Epsilon Star System, the Zephyrus System, the Taurus Nebula, the Taurus Pulsar, GSC 308, GSC 321.”

“…Nothing that could cause the Dark Star’s disappearance,” Towner grimaced.  But then he looked over the data a bit more carefully.  Nebulas… pulsars…

 Despite the Federation’s subspace relay network, the Explorer wouldn’t be able to discern too much from any starship near the Taurus Nebula.  There would simply be too much interference.  Perhaps Captain Christopher waned this seclusion to prevent others from coming to the remains of Omega…

Or maybe… just maybe, it was something else completely…

Chapter Two

Captain Christopher wandered about the myriad corridors of the Zephyrus facility for quite some time in the aftermath of his encounter with Drayan.  He wandered aimlessly through long, curved corridors that never seemed to end.  They were all equally drab, lined with doors on both sides—so many doors that Christopher couldn’t even begin to comprehend what was going on behind them.

Instead, he tried to comprehend his sister’s behavior.  She was the most mercurial person in the known universe.  One moment, she was pleasant to her beloved younger brother, the next, she was chewing his head off.  Naturally, Drayan seemed to favor the latter of the two sentiments, and rarely wanted anything to do with Alan.

Consequently, the two of them were never close.  They may have congregated on the foothills of the Farhelian Mountains during their childhoods, but interaction was nominal.  Drayan always chose to play with Sarah over Alan.  Sure, he was fun to have around, but they had no qualms about excluding him from their activities when he wasn’t nearby.

That always seemed to be the case.

Of course, Christopher never let it bother him.  He treasured the times when he was included, and learned to cope with his solitude the rest of the time.  And as he walked about the numerous corridors, he realized that it was lonely at the top…  But he would never let it show.

Eventually, his wandering brought him to the secondary module, where his fond memories of his previous visit suddenly came back to life.  The stark, drab corridors gave way to a vast, bustling mezzanine filled with shops, restaurants, lounges, recreational facilities… almost anything one could imagine was there.  Running down the center of the huge facility were a series of small enclosures lined with trees and a variety of colorful Ka’Tulan flowers.

Slowly, Christopher approached the nearest enclosure and peered through the flowers to see inside.  There were six small, round tables, inside, each with two chairs.  Two of the tables were occupied, one with a young couple, the other, conveniently, with Drayan.  He entered, and immediately took up the seat across from Drayan.

“Hello, sister dearest.”

Drayan looked up from her beverage unenthusiastically.  “What do you want?”

“To pleasantly chit-chat?”

“I’m busy.”

Alan frowned.  “Doing what?”

“Drinking,” she replied before taking a gulp of her beverage.

Alan rolled his eyes.  “I would have never guessed.”  He sighed, and debated whether or not to continue the conversation in light of Drayan’s foul demeanor.  Naturally, it was an easy choice, since Drayan was never in a good mood—the conversation would continue.  “There’s someone I want you to meet later,” he said softly.

That got her attention.  Quickly, Drayan looked up from her glass and peered into her brother’s eyes.  “You finally got a girlfriend?”

“No,” Alan quickly refuted.  “She’s just a good friend,” for now, he added in his mind. 

“What’s her name?” asked Drayan, even sounding relatively interested in the conversation.  A welcome change.

“Erin,” Christopher answered.  “I think you’ll like her.”

“Am I going to be going on a date with her?”

“No.”

“Then what do I care?”

Alan sighed.  So much for her interest.  “I just thought—”

“That’s a first!” interjected Drayan.

Growing more than a little upset with his sister, Alan slammed his hands on the table.  “Don’t you think that’s getting a little old, Drayan?”

“What?” she huffed.

There was no doubt in Christopher’s mind that Drayan was aware of the “what” in question.  She just wanted to extract it from him like some sort of painful medical procedure.  Alan sighed, wondering why he had even bothered.  “Nevermind,” he said tersely.

And then, as if by some act of divine intervention, his communicator bleeped.  “Tallera to Christopher.”

He touched it.  “Yes?”

“We’re almost ready to test the re-synthesized Omega molecule on a test subject.  Navek believed you would want to be present for the action.”

“I would,” he concurred, though secretly, Christopher had been hoping that he would be the test subject.  Psionic abilities were always something he dreamed of having.

“Very well,” replied Tallera.  “Report to the lab at your convenience.”

Haphazardly, Christopher slapped his communicator, effectively terminating his link to Tallera.  When he looked back to Drayan, that curious look of interest had bestowed her face yet again.

“What are you doing with that molecule?” she asked cryptically.

Christopher shrugged.  “Nothing,” he said.  As far as he was concerned, the invitation to stick around was null and void.  Drayan would have no part of this new phase in Ka’Tulan development.  

But to his dismay, Drayan wasn’t buying it.  She cocked her head and frowned.  “Okay, then what is going on in the lab?”

Christopher smiled as he rose from his chair.  “None of your business,” he said before turning on his heel and walking away.

SHIP’S LOG, STARDATE 73171.3:  The Starlight has reached the Bajoran sector, and is currently docked at Deep Space Nine awaiting the arrival of several industrial replicators for transport to Cardassia Prime.

Deep Space Nine’s Promenade was bustling with activity.  Aliens from almost every species imaginable roamed the myriad corridors, looking for food, entertainment, or in Harrison’s case, business associates.  Along with Rachael Meyer, Kendall Johnson and Jayla Trinn, the Starlight’s first officer slowly made his way through the customary crowd around the airlock, his eyes constantly looking for a Starfleet officer known as Commander Levitson.  His orders were to discuss the situation on Cardassia with Levitson before transferring the replicators and taking off.

But that wasn’t all that Harrison was looking for.  While his eyes weren’t dancing upon fellow Starfleet officers, Harrison was constantly trying to spot one of the illusive Gorn.  But as luck would have it, he spotted Levitson first.  Almost immediately, Levitson waved him over; there was no way to avoid a confrontation now.

Sighing, Harrison turned to Trinn and Johnson.  “You two continue the search for the Gorn,” he said softly.  “Commander Meyer and myself shall meet with Commander Levitson.”

Trinn readily nodded.  “Yes sir,” she said.  “And if we find them?”

Levitson started approaching.  Harrison smiled politely at the Commander, and quickly turned back to Trinn and Johnson.  “Should you encounter them, try to find out what they wanted from the Ka’Tulans, and why it was so important.”

Both officers nodded appropriately, and marched off in the opposite direction as Levitson closed the last few meters between them.  “Commander Harrison!” he called out.  “Good to see you!”

Harrison smiled faintly.  “Indeed…”

Kendall Johnson trailed his Trill companion by less than a meter as they wandered about the Promenade.  There had still been no sign of the Gorn—not that Kendall minded.  Finding them was about the last thing he wanted to do.  They were large, ominous creatures that could inflict a lot of pain if they were angered.  

But suddenly, Trinn stopped in front of the security office.  “If you were a Gorn, where you would you be?” she inquired.

“On my ship,” Kendall replied.

She stopped, considered the answer, and nodded appropriately, but clearly, it was not the answer Trinn was looking for.  “Do you have any better ideas?”

He shook his head.  “None.”

Heaving a sigh, Trinn slowly made her way toward the loud, boisterous atmosphere just up ahead.  From what Kendall could gather, it was a placed called Quark’s Bar, and it looked like just the place where the scum of the universe would gather.  As they approached could already feel the Gorn were there…

The inside was bustling with activity.  Laughter of drunken Klingons filled the air as Ferengi waiters scampered from table to table taking orders.  Scantily dressed Dabo girls roamed around, greeting the male bar patrons, making them feel more comfortable…  And Kendall Johnson was ready to turn around and leave.

But not wanting to traverse the few steps they made into the bar alone, Kendall stuck close behind Trinn as they approached a large, burly fellow sitting at the bar.  He was a Lurian, with a rough, tan complexion, a bald head, and a large, frowning mouth that seemed to always have a drink in front of it.

“Excuse me,” said Trinn as they approached him.

The Lurian slowly turned on his stool and looked at the two Starfleet officers, drink still in hand.

“Have you seen any Gorn around here?”

The Lurian scratched his head as he contemplated the question, and slowly started opening his mouth to respond, when two Gorn suddenly appeared in front of the Dabo tables at the back of the bar.  Trinn patted the Lurian on the shoulder.  “Thanks,” she told him before heading off toward the Gorn.

Kendall flashed an apologetic gaze in the Lurian’s direction before making his way back to the Dabo wheel and the Gorn, his nerves growing with each step.  “Maybe we should contact Commander Harrison,” he said, hoping that it would change Trinn’s mind.

She shook her head.  “We have our orders.  What more could he tell us?”

“I don’t know,” said Kendall.  He just wanted to get as far away from the large, rough green-skinned Gorn as possible.

Both of the Gorn were standing ominously at the Dabo wheel, towering over the rest of the bar’s patrons.  Their large, bloodshot eyes watched intently as the Dabo girl spun the wheel, and as the wheel came to a stop, their toothy, saliva-laden grins appeared as the crowd shouted out in unison, “DABO!”  The Gorn conferred with each other for a moment before slapping another few strips of gold-pressed latinum on the Dabo table.  “Again!”

The Dabo girl smiled.  “Certainly, boys!”

As she spun the wheel again, the Gorn, along with the rest of the crowd, watched it intently go around.  Trinn made this her opportunity to get close to the Gorn, Kendall following close behind.  As the wheel came to a stop, a silence fell over the crowd.  The Gorn wouldn’t be winning this time.  Slowly, the congregation dispersed, leaving the slightly disgruntled Gorn relatively alone.

Trinn made her presence known at the side of the larger of the two Gorn.  “Excuse me,” she said softly.

The Gorn, still examining the Dabo table, fiddled with his remaining latinum, and then set a few strips down.  “Again,” he grumbled.

Trinn looked to Kendall for some help, but he could only shrug.  She rolled her eyed and tried again.  “Hey, lizard lips!”

Still, the Gorn remained oblivious to Trinn’s efforts.  As she tried a third time, Kendall took a few steps back, and slowly scanned the bar, his eyes eventually falling back upon the Lurian they had spoken with earlier.  He was still there, only now, he had a companion—a human that looked terribly familiar to Kendall.  He had short, dark hair, a goatee, and appeared to be wealthy, given his opulent attire.  But Kendall couldn’t place the figure…

Slowly, he drew nearer, catching the words in their conversation.

“…no particle emitters in the entire sector?  I need to get back to the Calandra Sector by next week!”

The Lurian shrugged, and delved into his drink.

The man huffed.  “Morn!  My contact said you were a reliable source!  But now…”

And then it clicked—Brian Keller—Erin’s brother.  But he wasn’t exactly sure.

Slowly, Kendall approached, until he was right up alongside the Lurian and Keller.  They both looked slightly unnerved as they looked up at the figure interrupting their conversation, but Keller’s face slowly lit up with recognition.  “Hey, you’re Erin’s friend, aren’t you?”

“Yeah,” said Kendall.  They were friends all right, just not as friendly as he had hoped.

Brian smiled.  “So what brings you to Deep Space Nine?  This is quite a ways from the Kilka Sector…”

Kendall nodded, and drew himself nearer to Brian.  “Officially, we’re here to deliver some replicators to Cardassia.”

“And… unofficially?”

Kendall looked back at Trinn and the Gorn.  She was still at the Dabo wheel attempting to get their attention.  They were still playing.  Kendall smiled faintly.  “We need to get some information from the Gorn.”

“Oh,” said Brian.  “Sounds like fun.”

“It isn’t,” Kendall assured him.

Slowly, Brian rose from his barstool.  “I want that particle emitter tomorrow, otherwise I’m going to look elsewhere,” he told the Lurian, Morn, before turning back to Kendall.  “I’ll have to stop in later and say hello to Erin.  She didn’t even say she was coming here.”

“That’s because she didn’t,” Kendall said softly.  “Actually, I was hoping you knew something about that.”

Raising an eyebrow, Brian turned back to face Kendall.  “What?”

“Your sister is gone.  She went off on a mission with the Captain and a few others, and we don’t know a thing about it.”

Immediately, a concerned look fell upon Brian’s face.  “The last thing Erin told me was to stay the hell away from the Calandra Sector.  Not that it did me any good.  She didn’t mention anything about a secret mission.”  He paused.  “Do you think she’s in danger?”

Honestly, Kendall didn’t know.  He wanted to say as much, but some strange impulse told him not to.  “The Captain will do his best to keep her safe,” he said, “but I have a bad feeling that their mission is a very dangerous one…”

Brian sighed.  “Then we need to find her…”

One moment, Admiral Jalana was seated comfortably at her desk attending to some work.  She looked at her hand, pulled it into a fist, and a moment later, Jalana was nothing more than a hazy blue aura on the seat.  

Chekote frowned.  “Computer, end playback,” he grumbled.  Moments later, the feedback on the monitor before him cut, leaving Chekote with a blank screen.  Even after retrieving some of the visual feed from the security sensors, the Admiral was as baffled as ever as to the cause of Jalana’s disappearance.

She just vanished.

But something in the back of Chekote’s mind kept telling him that there was something more going on.  It was a long shot, but again, the Admiral reactivated his workstation.  “Computer,” he said.  “Search the entire database for any disappearances with parameters similar to those in the file Jalana-4.”

It bleeped.  “Acknowledged.”

Chekote waited for a moment as the computer processed the data, and then, the results popped onto the screen.  Much as he expected, the list was short.  But what he wasn’t expecting was a common threat to show itself so quickly.  Every disappearance listed involved a Ka’Tulan.

The Admiral smiled.  At least now, he had something a bit more concrete to go on.  The data presented before him wasn’t a goldmine, but it was better than nothing.  He quickly started to pour over it, when his computer bleeped again, indicating there was an incoming transmission.

He touched the screen, and was immediately greeted by the face of Captain Jason Towner.  “Captain,” he said.  “What can I do for you?”

Towner frowned.  “I just thought you’d like to know—the Dark Star has vanished from sensors.”

Chekote sighed indolently.  Captain Christopher was becoming quite a nuisance.  “Vanishing problems seems to be a recurring theme these days…  Where were they last seen?”

After conferring with his sensors, Towner came back with a response, “Sector 18326.”

To the best of his knowledge, there wasn’t anything of consequence in that sector.  But Chekote wasn’t about to let his limited knowledge of the remote region of space stand in the way of his investigation.  “Get moving,” he said.  “I’ll join you there as soon as possible.”

With that said, he severed the comm link and opened a new one to Utopia Planita shipyards on Mars… If he was going into unknown territory, Chekote didn’t want to do it blindfolded.  He needed teeth.

And he was about to get some.

It had been a long, tiresome day for Neelar Drayge.  In addition to an entire eight-hour duty shift on the bridge, the young Bolian spent all of his free time making discreet inquires with the rest of the crew, probing for their loyalties.  At times, he was certain they knew something was up, but for the most part, they just figured it was Neelar attempting to make idle conversation.

Of course, given his conversing abilities, they were always short chats, but for the most part, long enough for Drayge to discern a person’s loyalties.  And what he found was surprising.

“I’d say that most of the crew is with us,” said the Bolian as he paced in front of the sofa in Bator’s quarters.

The Phobian grunted.  “What is the bad news?”

Drayge stopped.  “Most of them are… lower ranking officers, who have no influence.  If we tried something, their superiors would just report it to Harrison.”

“End of rebellion,” Bator concluded with a sullen nod.  “What about Doctor Hartman?  She was helping out the Captain before he left…”

Drayge smiled faintly.  Of all the people he asked, Doctor Hartman was not one of them.  “I’m sure she’s with us,” he said.

Bator locked eyes with Drayge.  “Is she?”

“Uh… probably.”

“Did you talk to her?”

Drayge sighed.  “No.”

“Why not?”

It was a long, complicated story.  Or so Drayge led himself to believe.  But in actuality, it was the exact opposite.  The story was so sweet, simple and to the point, that Drayge could summon it up in one sentence.  “I find the Doctor a little unpleasant.  Intimidating, even…”

Bator nodded, allowing for the excuse.  “She is,” he agreed.  “But you can’t let that bother you if you’re going to help lead this mutiny.  Doctor Hartman has the potential to be a powerful ally.  She is one of the highest-ranking officers left on the ship.”

“I know all of this,” said Drayge defensively.  “I’m just… intimidated by authoritative figures…”

Bator rolled his eyes slightly.  “Don’t be,” he said.  “They’re people, just like the rest of us.”

Drayge nodded.  “So they are…” He paused.  “I guess I should go talk to Doctor Hartman, then.”

  Bator rose from his sofa.  “No,” he said, “I’ll take care of it… this time.”

Boredom was not something Erin Keller was accustomed to.  On the Starlight, she could always find something to do.  She could work.  She could bother Alan.  She could play Metrix.  But in the cramped confines of the Dark Star, none of those options was viable.  There was no work to do… Alan wasn’t there… and her portable Metrix game was still on the Starlight…

Lucas had provided some entertainment, but he wasn’t the most talkative person in the known universe.  But the silence between the two of them had endured for nearly twenty minutes now, and Erin was growing tired of it.  She rose from the cockpit floor, where she had been seated, and positioned herself at the helm.  “So, Lucas… read any good books lately?”

He looked up from his computer terminal.  “Nah… I don’t read too much.”

“Why not?”

He shrugged.  “It’s just words on a page.  Nothing more.”

“You’re wrong,” said Erin defiantly. “In all of the universe, there is nothing more powerful than words.  They define who we are, show us where we have been, and have the power to take us where we are going.  Words are the foundation of humanity, and we can’t allow them to fall by the wayside, Lucas.   So the next time you’re bored… forget the holodeck.”

There was a silence as Lucas took in Erin’s own words.  Had she changed the course of history?  No.  But she was fairly certain that she had just removed another nail from the books’ coffin.  And for that, she smiled.

But not for long…

The helm lit up like a Christmas tree, bleeping wildly.  Erin quickly turned her attention to the sensor alert, and readily found out what was going on.  “The Explorer has just entered sensor range.  It looks like they’re on a direct intercept course…”

Chapter Three

At first, Erin suspected it might have been a simple course correction on the Explorer’s behalf.  They just happened to be heading in the general direction of the Zephyrus installation at high warp…  But the longer Erin looked at the sensors, it became all too clear that the Explorer was on its way.

“We have to warn the Starlight,” said Erin.  “I mean… we have to do something to get the Explorer to turn around!”

Immediately, Lucas raised an eyebrow.  “There’s nobody on the Starlight we can trust,” he said solemnly.

It was a grim truth—one Erin wasn’t willing to accept.  There were nearly 500 people on the Starlight.  Surely, one of them would listen to her.  Quickly, she ran a list of crewmembers through her mind, and almost immediately, two fine candidates popped in.  “Neelar and Bator,” she said enthusiastically.  “They’d never abandon Alan.”

Lucas didn’t look overly impressed with it, but he certainly made no attempts to shoot the idea down.  Erin smiled—it was wise of him not to.  She was going to contact the Starlight whether he wanted to or not.  But she was glad that he was along for the ride.  In times like this, strong allies were good things to have.

“Now,” said Erin, turning her attention to the control station before her, “How do we get a message to Neelar without Harrison or Towner seeing it?”

Lucas sighed, and brought up the schematics of the Dark Star’s communication array.  “Good question,” he grumbled.  “The Dark Star doesn’t have enough power to send a signal to the Starlight in the first place.”

Erin frowned.  “Why not?” she demanded.

He pointed to a mission ops report on the monitor between them.  “They’ve been diverted to the Bajoran Sector,” he said.

“Shit…”  Now Erin understood their dilemma.  The Dark Star could easily send them a message via the Federation’s tachyon relay network, but that would allow just about anyone else to pick up on the message and its contents.  The problem arose in the fact that Bajor was so far away from the Zephyrus System, it would take most other—more covert—means of communication decades to get there.  “We could try smoke signals…”

Lucas simply rolled his eyes.  “Wouldn’t that give away our position?”

Erin hadn’t considered that.  But she wasn’t serious about that particular method anyway, so it didn’t really matter.  Slowly, she turned her attention to the computer and formulated a few theories…  None of which seemed to be any good.  When inspiration suddenly struck.  “What if we transferred it through a mini transwarp conduit?”

Lucas slapped his hands on the console.  “That just might work!” he exclaimed.  Within moments, his fingers were dancing over the controls, making the necessary adjustments to the transwarp and communication systems.

Slowly, Erin started to flesh out a message… but she couldn’t help but wonder if there was anything Neelar could do trapped in the realm of Commander Harrison?

Brian Keller had always envisioned the Starlight as a happy place.  Given the descriptions his sister provided him, it was the happiest place in the known universe.  But then again, Erin tended to favor the positive side of things.  She might omit a piece bad news from her messages to include two or three pieces of good news.  That was her way, and Brian had grown accustomed to it over the years.  Still, when something was truly serious, Erin never failed to mention it.  

He frowned.  How, then, did mutiny slip through the cracks?  Did she not consider that to be serious?  Whatever the case, Erin failed to mention it, leaving Brian in the dark until her fellow shipmates informed him of her haphazard mission.  But he didn’t question her decision to leave for even a millisecond.

“Matthew Harrison is in command?”

Kendall nodded.  “Yeah.”

“That’s reason enough to leave,” Brian scoffed.  Much like his sister, Brian had no affinity for the Starlight’s executive officer.  Their hatred was rooted deep within the sands of time, and much like roots of a tree, the hatred grew deeper as time went on.  But Brian cared not to discuss the situation, so before anyone could ask, he moved along.  “The only reason I’m helping you is to find Erin.  I don’t want anything to do with Commander Harrison.”

There was no argument from Johnson or Trinn.  They simply nodded their understanding and smiled faintly.  “Do you have any ideas?” Trinn asked after a moment.  “We think the Gorn might know something, but we can’t seem to talk to them.”

“‘Utterly oblivious’ is a better term,” Kendall added.

Brian smiled.  “I saw,” he said.  “You were making quite an ass of yourself, actually.  I thought you were trying to get yourself killed.”

“I wasn’t,” replied Trinn a bit tersely.

“Well,” said Brian, “if you’re ever looking for a way out, pissing off a Gorn is a good way to go.  And I suspect it’ll hurt.”

Trinn rolled her eyes.  “I’ll keep it in mind.”

Brian forced a smile to his face.  He could sense that the young Trill before him had been thoroughly tainted by Commander Harrison.  He would try not to hold that against her, but it would be a stretch; he decided it would be best to simply move on.  “From what I’ve heard, the Gorn delegation’s meeting with Starfleet should be ending in a little while.  That would probably be the best time to corner them for some answers.”

“And what if they ignore us again?” asked Kendall hesitantly.

“Not a problem,” Brian replied with a wide grin.  “You guys don’t know how to deal with the Gorn.  Just watch the master in action.  You’ll see.”

The look on Trinn’s face was priceless.  Disbelief and pure astonishment combined with the slightest bit of surprise made for an almost comical sight.  Again, she rolled her eyes. “…Right…”

But Brian had dealt with the Gorn before.  He was sure he could do it.  “You’ll see…”

Apparently having seen enough of Brian’s antics, Trinn rose from her seat.  “Call me when it’s time,” she said, and consequently abandoned their quiet little corner of the replimat.

As the Trill sauntered away, Brian turned his attention back to Kendall.  The young Lieutenant seemed a bit uneasy, much as Erin had described in her communiqués.  “Relax,” Brian told him.  “I’m not going to bite your head off.”

Kendall smiled uneasily.  “I’ll try,” he said.

Though he did the opposite.  Brian was certain that he grew even tenser in the moments afterward.  “So… Erin talks about you all the time.  You two must be pretty close.”

“Sort of,” said Kendall sullenly, staring blatantly at the table’s surface.

Sure it was a nice design, but Brian didn’t think it was that interesting.  He lowered is head to Kendall’s level and tried to lock eyes.  “What is it?”

He sighed.  “I don’t know.”

Brian nodded.  “Yes you do.”

Finally, Kendall looked up.  “You’re right, I do know.  I know that your sister is the most wonderful person in the universe, and that my love for her is unrequited.”

“Woah,” called out Brian.  He wasn’t expecting such an outburst.  “Lower the Freudian shields and all hell breaks loose.”

It was supposed to be a joke, but given Kendall’s lack of laughter, he obviously didn’t find it funny.  “Tough crowd,” he mused before moving on.  “So have you talked to her about this?”

Kendall nodded.  “Yeah.  She was terribly sorry.”

Slowly, Brian bit his lower lip.  “Ouch.  I don’t know what to tell you.  Maybe she’ll come to her senses.”

For once, Kendall was quick to respond, “She won’t.”

“How do you know?”  With that question, Brian could sense he was beginning to tread into some uncertain territory.

Kendall seemed to be brimming with some deeply buried fury, and it looked to be surfacing.  “She seems to be quite friendly with Captain Christopher.  I don’t stand a chance.”

“I’m sure there’s somebody else out there for you,” said Brian sympathetically.  “You just haven’t found her yet.”

“No,” said Kendall defiantly.  “I am alone in this universe.  I always have been and I always will be.”

“Don’t be so quick to judge,” Brian countered.  “There are more women in this universe than you could possibly imagine.  One of them has got to be made just for you.”

“I doubt it.”  With that said, Kendall rose from his seat and walked away, leaving Brian alone with his thoughts.  And in the aftermath of that conversation, there were plenty of thoughts to go around…

As Alan Christopher stepped through the doors of the lab, he was instantly greeted by the blaring alert klaxon.  Something was happening.  Quickly, he walked over to Tallera and Navek at the master control panel near the giant sphere of Omega.  “What is it?”

Tallera pointed to a blip on sensors.  Christopher immediately recognized the Starfleet insignia.  “A Federation starship is on a direct intercept course for this installation,” she said tersely.  “I have ordered a full tactical alert.”

“What?”  Tallera’s statement forced Christopher to take another look at the sensors.  But sure enough, there was only one starship coming, the Explorer.  “Aren’t you going a little overboard?  I mean, this is only one Nebula-class starship.  It doesn’t pose too much of a threat, if any.”

Tallera took a step back, and then turned to Christopher.  “We cannot allow this installation to be discovered.  If any starship enters the Zephyrus System, our orders are to destroy it, at any cost.  Federation vessels are not exempt from those orders.”

Orders or not, Christopher knew he couldn’t let his own people destroy a Federation starship.  “That would only make things worse,” he said.  “If the Explorer is destroyed, the Federation will send more and more ships until they find out what is going on here.”

Tallera looked utterly unimpressed with Christopher, but to his relief, Navek stepped in.  “He is right, Tallera.  We need another option.”

Folding her arms, Tallera took another step back and cast a cynical gaze at Christopher.  “Well, Mr. Whimsical, have you got a better idea?”

Actually, he did, but they had very little to do with the tactical alert.  Deciding it would be in his best interests to keep those ideas to himself, Christopher simply shrugged, and allowed Tallera her temporary victory.  “I’m sure I’ll have something by the time they get here…”

Tallera nodded indolently, and then slowly turned her attention back to Omega.  “We have synthesized almost fifty grams of the Omega-plus molecule,” she said. 

“It is hardly enough to activate any psionic abilities,” said Navek, “but I suspect it is enough to allow you feel the power flowing through your veins.”

Already, Christopher was excited about the prospects.  “When will it be ready to try?” he asked.

“Within six days,” Tallera said flatly.  “Our hopes for a trial on a test subject have been delayed.  We still need to develop a delivery system.  Simple exposure to the molecules won’t activate our psionic abilities.  We’ll actually have to be injected.”

Now things were starting to sound a little less glamorous.  He had no problems about being exposed to the molecules.  It had been proven as a safe—necessary—part of Ka’Tulan life.  But nobody had ever been injected with an Omega molecule…  “Are you certain?”

Navek nodded.  “We have all been exposed to the new Omega-plus molecule… and it has had no effect.”

A grim thought suddenly passed through Christopher’s mind.  “What if that indicates the molecules will have absolutely no effect?”

“We are confident that it will work,” said Tallera.

Christopher still remained uncertain.  “And if it doesn’t?” he inquired.

“Then we start anew,” Tallera concluded.  With that, she turned on her heel and gave her full attention to the computer.

Unsure of what Tallera was going to do in regards to the numerous situations that were at hand, Christopher decided he best not take the whimsical approach to any of it.  He quietly made his way out of the lab and headed for the Dark Star…

With the day finally over, Neelar Drayge was looking forward to a good night’s sleep.  He definitely deserved on after the day he had been through.

Slowly, the Bolian turned down his bed and climbed under the soft, warm covers, closing his eyes the moment his head hit the fluffy pillow.  He could feel the magical wonder of sleep coming over him moments later.  And he smiled.

When suddenly, his comm system activated with a strident bleep, accompanied by a flashing Federation emblem bearing the text “INCOMING TRANSMISSION.”

“What is it?” he sighed, tossing aside his sheets and walking over to the comm panel.  He glanced over the message data, and readily noted that it had no origin, no subject, and no sender.  Whomever it was from did not want it to be traced back.

Drayge tapped a few keys on the screen, and a moment later, Erin Keller appeared on the screen.  “Neelar,” she said,  “the Explorer is on its way to the Zephyrus System.  You have to stop it at any cost, okay?  You have six days!  See you soon.  Keller out.”

And she was gone.

“So much for a good night’s rest,” he muttered, still staring at the blank screen.

Normally, two Starfleet officers walking through the corridors of Deep Space Nine wouldn’t draw a lot of attention.  In fact, it was so routine that nobody would question it at all.  Two Starfleet officers lingering outside of the wardroom during a meeting with the Gorn would undoubtedly draw some attention, but not enough to be a cause for concern.

That was where Kendall Johnson’s bad luck continued to creep up.  He was a Starfleet officer.  Jayla Trinn was a Starfleet officer.  Brian Keller was not.  Hence, creeping around the wardroom was more of a clandestine action than anything else.

The trio had found themselves a nice, quiet corridor to take refuge in.  Though it wasn’t completely out of sight, it was far enough from the wardroom for Brian’s presence to be explained, but close enough for them to see the Gorn when they emerged.

And over the course of what seemed like hours (though it was merely minutes), several individuals emerged from the room, speaking as if the meeting was over.  Still, no Gorn emerged.  In fact, from what he could glean, the people emerging weren’t even talking about the Gorn or anything related.  Consequently, Johnson turned to Keller.  “Is this the right place?” he asked.

Keller scratched his head.  “I thought it was.”

“Well I’m not seeing any Gorn,” said Trinn tersely.

“They’re still in the room,” Keller insisted.  “Maybe the refreshments were that good.”

Immediately, both Johnson and Trinn looked at Keller in awe.  “You’ve never been to a Starfleet meeting, have you?” asked Trinn.

“No,” said Keller, shaking his head.  But as he spoke, Brian afforded another glance in the direction of the doors.  He didn’t look back to his comrades.

Quickly, Kendall arched his neck around Brian to see three large Gorn emerging from the room, loudly chatting amongst themselves as they approached.  Then, just a few meters from the corridor, they came to a halt and exchanged some terse words Johnson couldn’t exactly make out.  However, once the exchange was over, two of the Gorn backed away and headed down the corridor in the opposite direction, leaving the Gorn leader by himself.

He huffed, and stormed past the corridor and its inhabitants without so much as a glance, and proceeded to make his way to the Promenade.  Surely he was going back to Quark’s for a little more Dabo.  If he did that, they would never get his attention, so Johnson quickly sprung into action, tailing the Gorn through the corridors until they emerged in the crowded marketplace.

But the Gorn walked right past Quark’s.

“Where is he going?” Johnson muttered as the Gorn continued to meander.

“How the hell should I know?” Keller replied.

“You are the Gorn expert,” Trinn reminded.  “Shouldn’t you know these things?”

He nodded.  “I should, but I don’t.”

Finally, the Gorn stopped in front of a nondescript alcove a ways down, and went inside.  As the doors slid shut behind him, Johnson could immediately recognize the text on the doors—even though it was in Bajoran.  “He’s in waste extraction!”

Keller immediately smiled, clearly stifling a more sonorous burst of laughter.  “You know, people don’t like being caught with their pants down because they’re vulnerable.  It’s a good metaphor, but ironically in this case, it’s also literal.”

Johnson gulped as he wondered pondered what strange thoughts were going through Brian Keller’s head.  Waste extraction was a very… private place.  “You don’t intend to…”

Keller immediately started tapping at the controls on the door.  “We’re going in.”

Kendall could sense a massive beating even before the doors wisped open.  He gulped.  “Isn’t this… um… a little tactless?”

Trinn pushed him aside.  “Shut up,” she said.  “We have him where we want him.”

As the doors burst open, the Gorn inside quickly came about and roared at the intruders with an unbelievable fury.  It immediately drew a lot of attention, and undoubtedly security would arrive to quell the goings on.  Discreetly, Kendall made his way into the crowd, just as Brian gave the massive Gorn a glancing blow to his jaw.

The Gorn still must have been in shock over the interruption of his waste extraction cycle, because he fell immediately.  The trio quickly slinked back into the facility, just as security made its way there.

The Bajorans pounded on the doors for several moments before forcing them open in the same manor that Keller had.  Only when they opened the doors, waste extraction was utterly empty.

Chapter Four

Entesar knew that coming to Deep Space Nine had been a bad idea.  He had chided the Gorn ruling body for weeks, attempting to convince them that speaking with the Federation was an utterly vile idea.  Even so, his words fell upon deaf ears, and his vessel was instructed to venture to the Bajoran Sector to meet with the Federation.

Much as the ruling body indicated, the meetings were painless.  In fact, Entesar found them to be the most frivolous hours of his life.  Non-aggression pacts, trade agreements, border adjustments… The list was seemingly endless.  But after six hours of negotiations, the day’s meetings had come to a close, and Entesar was ready to retreat to the Dabo wheel for some excitement.

But to his chagrin, he didn’t make it out of waste extraction.  Ambushed by a brutal nemesis from behind, Entesar found himself captured without so much as a fight.  He grunted… And he called himself a Gorn?

To make matters worse, Entesar soon discovered that it was not one of his many enemies that had captured him… No it was far worse—his name would be put to shame when the ruling body discovered a lowly human and a pathetic Trill were his captors.  Together, the two stood over him and stared.  Entesar flashed his teeth and snarled, but they seemed unfazed.  It was a mistake on their part.  

Slowly, he moved to attack them, but summarily discovered the reason for their passive nature.  A forcefield zapped into place around Entesar, singing his crusty green skin.  He snapped back and snarled yet again.  “What do you want with me?” he demanded.

“Answers,” said the human.  “You’re aware of the Gorn vessel destroyed in the Plexion Nebula, aren’t you?”

Entesar cringed, but said nothing.  The loss in the Plexion Nebula was a humiliating defeat.  No respectable Gorn would even allow the incident to cross through their mind, let alone speak of it.  And wanting to retain the little respect he had left for himself, Entesar decided to remain silent.

But the interrogation continued.  This time the Trill stepped forward.  “Look, we don’t have time for games,” she snapped.  “Either you tell us what happened, or you’re going to be sorry you were ever born.”

“Is that supposed to scare me?” Entesar sneered.

“I don’t care if you’re scared or not,” she said.  “I’m just telling you what’s going to happen if you don’t cooperate.”

“We did capture you in the crapper, you know,” added the human.

The Trill looked to her comrade and smiled before turning back to Entesar.  “I’ll bet your friends would like to hear about that…”

Blackmail.

It was the oldest trick in the book—but it worked every time.  Entesar most certainly wanted the entire incident to remain as quiet as possible.  His reputation depended on it.  “Very well,” he muttered.  “What do you want?”

“Your people chased a Ka’Tulan craft into Federation space.  What was on that ship that was so important?” asked the human.

“A molecule,” said Entesar.  His actual knowledge of its specifications was limited—he wasn’t a scientist after all.  But he had heard enough to satisfy his pedantic captors.  “It was believed to be the most energetic molecule in the universe.  The Ka’Tulans raided our vessel and stole it.  We had every right to pursue.”

Both the human and the Trill frowned.  “You did,” said the Trill.  “What the hell were they doing?”

“I don’t know,” sneered Entesar.  “But now, the molecule is gone…”

The human and the Trill locked glances for a moment.  Clearly, their small minds were perplexed by the situation—but Entesar was not concerned.  “Return me to my vessel,” he said, mustering a relative calm.

The human lowered the forcefield.  “Very well,” he said.

Immediately, Entesar rose to his feet and prepared for transport.  He didn’t care about the molecule.  He didn’t care about what his captors did with their newfound knowledge.  He simply wanted to play Dabo… 

Following the incident on the Promenade, Kendall Johnson made haste to vacate the premise.  He wanted to be as far away from the Gorn and waste extraction as possible.  Abducting a Gorn diplomat undoubtedly had some stiff penalties, and quite frankly, Kendall wanted nothing to do with them.  In fact, he didn’t want anything to do with the Gorn from the beginning…

But Commander Harrison had insisted… It seemed like a good idea at the time, but now Kendall was certain that the Commander was in error.  His instinct was to talk to the Captain, but… Commander Harrison was serving as the Captain…

Why?  Kendall asked himself as he came upon the turbolift.  Where is the Captain?  What did he do to be removed from command?  And why am I not with him?  It wasn’t Erin, was it?
Suddenly, the doors slid apart, and Kendall was thrust into the middle of a conversation between Bator and Drayge…

“…it was definitely authentic,” said Drayge.  “Erin could be in trouble if we don’t act.”

Bator was just about to speak, when the Phobian suddenly looked up from his Bolian companion and saw Johnson.  He nodded politely, but said nothing to further his conversation with Drayge.  In fact, it looked as if Bator was pretending the conversation had never existed.  He just stepped aside and let Kendall in.

“Deck four,” said Kendall once the doors slid shut behind him.  

The computer chirped and set into motion, but still, the conversation did not continue.  But Johnson really wished that it had.  Erin in trouble?  Why?  He needed to know.  He brooded over the situation for several moments, desperately wanting to say something to spark the continuation of the conversation between Bator and Drayge, but his nerves prevented it.

And so the turbolift moved, in dead silence, until coming to a stop and depositing Kendall on deck four without an answer to speak of.  His heart sank slightly…  If he really considered Erin to be his friend… if he really cared about her… then he would have made it a point to find out ever last detail about her whereabouts.  But he took the easy way out.  Again.

He had done so at every possible moment in the past.  It didn’t matter how important the situation was, if there had been an easy way out, Kendall took it.  And as he stood in the long, empty corridor of deck four, he knew that he had just done it again…

“What would Erin have done?” he whispered.

And with that in mind, he turned around, and summoned the turbolift back to deck four.  It arrived a moment later, with Bator and Drayge still inside.  They looked more than a little surprised to see him, to say the least.

“Are you lost, Mr. Johnson?” asked Bator.

Kendall shook his head.  “No,” he said, stepping back inside.  “I want to help find Erin.”

Bator stepped back and folded his arms.  “Really?” he asked.  “Why the sudden change of heart?”

“I am on the wrong side,” said Johnson.  “I don’t lead insurrections.  I’m not a spy.  I’m plain, boring Kendall Johnson.  I’m introverted and shy, I take the long road and the easy way out… And I’ve stood by and done nothing one too many times.  Erin is my friend.  I want to help her.”

Bator looked marginally impressed by the speech.  “So what are you doing over on the wrong side?”

“Finding the truth,” said Johnson.  “I was mad.  I was mad at the Captain for taking Erin away from me.  I was mad at Erin for letting it happen… and I was mad at myself for not being good enough for Erin in the first place.  When I saw Commander Harrison was upset with the Captain and Erin, I fell right into line.”

“That was very small of you,” said Bator sternly.  “But who am I to judge?  Do you have any information?”

Now Kendall wished he had stuck around Jayla a while longer.  “I might,” he said.  “If we find Lieutenant Trinn, answers could be right around the corner…”

Chapter Five

“Tallera, we are ready.”

Navek’s words floated across the lab with an ethereal quality, and for a moment, Tallera thought she had simply imagined the occurrence.  She sighed, and reminded herself she was a Ka’Tulan—her hearing did not make mistakes; they were ready to test the new Omega molecule on a living subject.  But the question remained, who?

Slowly, Tallera turned on her heel to face Navek.  He stood before the large sphere that housed Omega, grinning at the accomplishment.  Of course, he had every right to.  They were about to make history.

“Should we summon Captain Christopher?” he asked.

Clearly, Navek expected the Starlight’s Captain to serve as their host, but Tallera was not fond of the man, and would have preferred someone for the task.  Someone like herself.  But that would not be possible.  Tallera knew she would be needed to monitor the situation during the experiment.  And so grudgingly, she relented, “Summon Captain Christopher…”

Navek’s fingers tapped the control panel before him as he executed the order.  “He will arrive shortly.”

Tallera nodded.  “Fine.”  She slowly made her way to Navek’s side, and gazed up at the glowing Omega molecule with her partner.

Even inside the hazy peach-colored forcefield surrounding it, the molecule was a spectacle to behold: a single point of bright light, tainted with only the slightest indications of a delicate blue tone, danced around like pixie dust… it even exuded the same magical qualities; the very thought brought a smile to Tallera’s face.

“Soon, Navek, we shall see things in a new light.  We shall be able to sink our roots into the sands of time and find out who we really are… who we have been… and who we want to be… For we shall be all that there is to be.”

Looking a bit humored, Navek turned to his companion.  “And here I thought I was the excitable one?”

“You are, Navek,” Tallera assured him.  “I am simply enthusiastic about the fact that our task is nearing its completion.”

“Naturally,” said Navek, grinning.  But his grin suddenly vanished when the sensor grid lit up with activity.

Tallera’s eyes narrowed.  “What is it?”

After checking the data again, Navek pulled in a lungful of air.  “The Federation vessel has entered the Zephyrus System.”

“Ready all weapons,” said Tallera evenly.  She had no qualms about destroying the Explorer.

Navek did, especially when he noticed two more blips appeared on sensors.  “The Explorer has been joined by two Sovereign-class vessels.  I suggest we stand down.”

“No,” snapped Tallera.  “We can handle them.”  She approached the master control station and started tapping at the controls.  Moments later, the tactical system was activated.

“Tallera, if we destroy these vessels, the Federation will only send more to investigate,” Navek pleaded, despite the oblivious look on Tallera’s face.  

Even so, she had been paying attention.  “When those reinforcements arrive, we will destroy them, as well.”

That was not an acceptable course of action and Navek knew it… but he didn’t know what to do about it.  “We have to draw the line somewhere,” he said.  “At some point, the Federation is going to find out what is going on here!”

“Not if I can help it!” Tallera retorted.  She opened her mouth to further her argument, but before she had a chance to begin, the sound of footsteps at the entrance of the lab caught her attention.  Quickly, she turned around to see Captain Christopher approaching.  “Captain, good of you to join us.”

Quickly, Navek stepped in front of his companion.  “We seem to have a situation developing, Captain,” he said.  “Three Federation vessels have entered the system.”

Christopher raised an eyebrow.  “Three?  The last time I checked, the Explorer was on its own… Did it spawn?”

“The two companion vessels dropped out of transwarp about three hours ago,” said Navek, referring to the sensor logs on the master control station.

“There is no need for concern.  We can easily destroy them,” Tallera interjected.

“But that won’t do us too much good,” Christopher replied.  “We have to convince the Federation that there’s nothing here worth investigating, otherwise they’ll keep coming back.”

Tallera frowned.  “Well then, Captain, where is that better idea you promised?”

Christopher smiled enigmatically, and turned to face the lab entrance.  “Right over there,” he said as his sister, Drayan, came through the doors.  

Time was up.

They had failed.

It was a grim realization, but one Neelar Drayge knew to be true.  Six days had passed, and the Starlight no closer to stopping the Explorer than it was six days prior.  Though it now seemed that the Captain and the others were on their own, Drayge knew that with the help of Lieutenants Johnson and Trinn, they could at least take care of another problem.

The Bolian stood in the turbolift with the two, along with Bator, Doctor Hartman, and Brian Keller, all of them ready to take Commander Harrison out command once and for all.  They had the answers they needed, and now it was time to put Harrison in his place—but Drayge was more than a little apprehensive about their course of action.  Leading a mutiny was not something he was used to doing…

But as the doors hissed open, the bridge was before them, and he knew that there was no turning back now.  Slowly, the young Bolian reached for his phaser and drew it as he entered the bridge.

“Status report?”  Harrison asked from the command chair, oblivious to the mutiny going on behind him.

As they were the ones with the most knowledge on the situation, Trinn, Johnson and Keller approached Harrison to respond.  “The Captain is acting under Starfleet orders to dispose of a threat to the Federation,” said Johnson cautiously; he was as nervous as Drayge.

“This mutiny was unwarranted,” Trinn added.

Harrison’s eyes widened.  “Is this so?” he asked, unimpressed by the information.

Keller nodded.  “The Gorn had access to a very rare molecule known as Omega.  We don’t know what they intended to do with it, but we’re pretty sure it would have been disastrous.  Federation law mandates that any and all molecules located be disposed of.”

Slowly, Harrison rose from his chair and approached Keller.  “And just who the hell are you?”

Utterly surprised, Brian took a slow step back.  “Are you saying you don’t know who I am?”

“You are not a member of this crew!” Harrison retorted.

“Clearly,” Brian agreed.  “But you should know me.”

The look on Harrison’s face remained blank, and Drayge felt a knot forming in the bottom of his stomach.  Something wasn’t right…  “I have encountered hundreds of thousands of people,” Harrison protested.  “I can’t be expected to remember all of them.”

Keller’s eyes narrowed as he approached the Commander.  “You should know very damn well who I am.  You killed my parents.”

There was still no emotional response from Harrison.  Drayge knew the Commander’s memory wasn’t that bad… so he slowly started to move his phaser into position, expecting the worst.

“I did no such thing!” Harrison protested a moment later.

Keller’s eyes widened a bit further.  “Remember the Phoenix Project?”

Finally, the Commander blinked with some sort of recognition.  But he said nothing.  Instead, he touched a small switch on his belt, and then closed his eyes.   When he opened them a moment later, they were not the same shade of brown they had been a moment earlier.  Instead, they glowed with the vibrant orange tones more consistent with those of an Elorg.

The imposter smiled.  “Particle synthesis is an amazing feat of technology, is it not?” he asked deviously.  Within a few moments, his body gave way to the ominous form of a milky-white skinned Elorg.  He touched his belt again.  “Al’tiir to Xi’Yor.  My work here is complete.”

“Most excellent,” came the Overseer’s voice a moment later.  “I will speak with you shortly.  En taro adun.”

The Elorg nodded.  “En taro adun, Overseer.”

Not wanting the Elorg to escape, Drayge quickly fired off several shots at the imposter, but it was too late.  As the orange streaks of light reached his position, the gentle purple hues of an Elorg transporter beam had engulfed him, and the spy known as Al’tiir was gone.

Moments later, a second pillar of purple light formed beside the other one; the Elorg were sending someone to the Starlight.  Drayge poised his phaser at the second beam of light, but as he recognized the figure inside to be Commander Harrison, he let out a sigh of relief.

But the Commander was not well.  Once the transporter beam released him, Harrison immediately fell to the ground.  Quickly, Hartman rushed to his side and pulled a medical tricorder out of her lab coat’s pocket.  “He’s merely unconscious,” she said, running a small cylindrical device over the Commander’s body.  “If they did anything to him, I can’t see it…”

Relieved that the real Commander Harrison had not turned on the Captain, Bator stooped over his body.  “Time will tell, Doctor…  Time will tell…”

Drayan’s eyes widened.  “What about me?”

Christopher had known his sister for a long time, and in all that time, there was one defining characteristic of hers that stood out above the rest—she was nosey.  She had to know what was going on.  And he knew she would come here to find out.  “You really want to know what’s going on, Drayan?”

She approached steadily, but cautiously.  “Not really,” she lied.  “I was just going to take a few more sensor readings before I left for Ka’Tula Prime.”

“And eavesdrop on our conversation,” added Christopher.

“I can’t help it if you talk loud,” she said flatly.

“Sure,” said Christopher unenthusiastically.  She could deny her true reasons for being here all she wanted; in his heart, Christopher knew those reasons, and he would see that all the answers came to light.  But he wasn’t going to be easy on her.  Slowly, Christopher turned to Tallera.  “Are we ready to proceed with the injection?”

She looked confused.  “Yes, but shouldn’t be concerning ourselves with the Federation vessels?”

Christopher smiled enigmatically.  “We will be,” he said.  “Prepare a dose for Drayan.”

Suddenly, Christopher felt Drayan’s hand pulling him aside with a force he hadn’t felt in years.  “What are you doing?” she demanded through clenched teeth.

“Testing the Omega-plus molecule.”

Her nostrils flared.  “On me?”

It may have seemed like a strange plan, but there was a method to Christopher’s madness.  “When Captain Towner hails us, we’re going to need to tell him something, and I highly doubt he’s going to want to hear that this is a secret Ka’Tulan base used to experiment with Omega molecules.”

“So what does this have to do with me?” Drayan pressed.

Now the plan was starting to get a little hairy.  Christopher shrugged at the question.  “You’ll have psionic powers.  Surprise me.”

As he backed himself into the conversation with Tallera and Navek, Christopher heard the gentle bleeping of the comm system activating.

“We’re being hailed,” said Navek.

Christopher sighed.  “On speakers.”

He nodded, and a moment later, Chekote’s voice emanated throughout the lab.  “This is Admiral Robert Chekote of the Federation Starship Cerberus.  Identify yourselves.”

From across the room, Christopher saw one of the lab aids hold up a hypospray and toss it to Tallera.  She caught it with both hands and quickly inspected the dosage.  “We’re ready,” she whispered once she was satisfied all was well.

Christopher looked to Drayan.  “Go for it,” he urged, then pulled in a lungful of air.  It was time to face the music.  “Admiral,” he called out.  “This is Captain Christopher.”

“Captain, why isn’t your view screen active?”

Oh, lovely, Christopher muttered to himself… “Um, it’s dysfunctional.  We’re working on it right now, sir.”

“Very well,” came Chekote.  “What is your situation?”

“The molecule has been destroyed,” he said evenly as Tallera injected Drayan with the hypospray.

“How?”

The Admiral was asking too many questions for Christopher’s taste.  He sighed, and quickly fabricated another excuse.  “The… um… Bleebars had technology advanced enough to destroy the molecule in a… um… non-explosive manner.”

There was a silence over the comm, and Christopher knew exactly why.  “The Bleebars?” Chekote repeated.  “I’m not familiar with them.”

Of course you’re not, Christopher grumbled.  Of all the names in the universe, his mind had to stumble upon the most stupid one possible.    But it was too late to change it.  The deeds of the mighty Bleebarian Empire would live on for all eternity…  “Yes, the Bleebars,” he confirmed, looking to Drayan for some sort of help.

She squinted, and tried to do something, but her efforts proved absolutely fruitless.  “I’m trying,” she whispered.

Christopher gulped.  Perhaps they should have renamed it the Omega-minus molecule, for it seemed to be as useful as a pile of dung.  “They are a very reclusive race, but when they detected the Omega molecule on the Dark Star, they took us in and disposed of it.”

“I would like to meet them,” said Chekote a moment later.  “I can beam over in a few minutes.”

Christopher clenched his fists, and tried to think of something to say, but his mind was blanking out.  Improvisation was not his forte in the slightest.  But suddenly, it wasn’t necessary anymore, for a deep, tormented voice suddenly spoke for him.

“No!”

It was Drayan, though she was no longer Drayan.  Instead, she was a very large humanoid entity that seemed to be made of fire.  The entity stepped closer to Christopher.  “The view screen is functional.  Activate it.”

Christopher turned to Tallera and Navek.  “Get out of the way,” he whispered.  “The last thing we need is Chekote seeing you two.”

They nodded and slinked out of sight as Christopher made his way to the control station.  He tapped at the controls for a moment and then turned to face Drayan’s infernal back.  Several meters in front of her, a large rectangular projection of Admiral Chekote faded into existence, and the Admiral’s eyes immediately widened.

“On behalf of the United Federation of Planets, I—”

“We do not care,” Drayan roared.  “We have spoken with your representative, and deemed your race to be inconsequential.  We have relieved you of your burdens, and wish no further contact with your Federation.”

Christopher smiled hesitantly.  “As you can see, Admiral… we’re just about done here.”

“Any further attempts to enter this system will result in your immediate destruction,” continued Drayan.  “Your vessels are to withdraw at once.”

Chekote nodded politely.  “We will respect your wishes,” he said.  “If you wish it, no Federation starship will enter the Zephyrus System again.”

“We wish it.”

“Then it is done.”  The Admiral turned to Christopher.  “Conclude whatever business you have there, Captain, and report back to the Starlight.”

Grinning from ear to ear, Christopher nodded.  “We’ll be on our way shortly, Admiral.  Christopher out.”

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 73196.4:  Forty-eight hours have passed since Starfleet’s withdrawal from the Zephyrus System, and all appears to be well.  With Commander Tompkins already en route to the Starlight aboard the Cerberus, Commander Keller and I are tying up all of the loose ends here at Zephyrus IV. 

There were still many questions that Christopher would need to answer, but he felt none of them would result in a formal inquiry.  Admiral Jalana’s unsolved death would simply go down as a legend of some sort.  

As would the Bleebars.

“Actually, Alan, I think it was sort of cute,” said Erin as she walked with him through the drab corridors of the Zephyrus Facility back toward the Dark Star.  She giggled.  “A Bleebar…”

Alan sighed.  “I was in a hurry!” he protested.  “Bleebar was the first thing that came to mind!”

She stopped in front of a large set of doors and sent a warm smile in Alan’s direction.  “Hey, there’s nothing wrong with that, little buddy.  Or should I say, little Bleebar?”

“You shouldn’t say anything at all,” Alan muttered.  He approached the doors and quickly keyed in a command sequence that prompted them to open.  “I think we should keep the Bleebarian Empire as our little secret…  You know… you and me.”

Erin nodded.  “Sure thing, Bleeb,” she chirped before stepping into the shuttle bay that housed the Dark Star.

Seeing that the Bleebarians were not going to go away, Alan sighed, and followed her in, only to see that the two of them were not alone.  Drayan, now back to her normal self, stood before Erin, arms folded and smiling faintly.

“I guess you’re Erin,” she said flatly.

Erin smiled and nodded.  “I guess I am.”

“And you thought Bleebars were cute?”

Upon hearing the odd, convicting tone of Drayan’s voice, Erin’s smile started to fade.  “I guess…”

Drayan raised an eyebrow.  “Well, just wait until I tell you about our first pet, Babacadon.  You’re going to love that…”

Quickly, Erin’s smile returned.  “Oh really?”

“Stardate 52218,” Drayan recited from memory.  “We were in the hills of the Farhelian Mountains when Alan…”

For his part, Christopher merely sighed.  It was going to be a long day…
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